Pupil and teacher perspectives on motivation and engagement in high school history: a view from the UK
Objectives/purposes

The project was funded in two parts by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA)
. The first stage gained insights into 11-14 year old pupils’ perceptions of history as a school subject, in terms of how important they felt it was in comparison to other subjects, how useful or relevant it was to their lives, and the extent to which they enjoyed the subject. A second stage focused on high school history teachers, exploring how they attempted to engage pupils with the subject and to get pupils to see the value of history.
The study was undertaken in a context where concerns have been expressed about the security and status of history’s place on the high school curriculum in the UK (Ofsted, 2006), with moves towards a more vocationally oriented curriculum, and no requirement for pupils to study any humanities subject after the age of 14. There has also been concern  about a perceived increase in pupil disaffection and disengagement with the current high school curriculum (e.g. Elliott, 1998, White, 2004). The introduction of a National Curriculum in the UK in 1991 initially made history a compulsory subject in secondary schools up to the age of 16. In 1995, revisions to the curriculum made it possible for pupils to drop history at the age of 14 (in the UK the 11-14 age range is known as Key Stage 3 or KS3). From 2006, schools have been able to offer a ‘condensed’ KS3 within two years, rather than three, so pupils can potentially stop studying history at the age of 13.  In addition there is a small, but growing, movement within secondary schools to offer skills-based curricula for pupils aged 11-12, where the role of subjects is severely diminished. It is therefore possible for pupils in UK high schools to receive only one year’s specialist history teaching before they are allowed to ‘drop’ the subject. Moreover,  approximately 70% of pupils choose to exercise this choice to drop history as a school subject, and do not continue the study of history at examination level (QCA, 2005, Ofsted, 2006).
Perspective/theoretical framework

Pupil voice (e.g. Flutter and Ruddock, 2004) provides an important element of this study. The idea that it can be helpful to gain insight into aspects of pupils’ ideas about history has been an influential one in history education in recent years (see, for instance, Lee and Shemilt, 2004, Wineburg, 2001, Barton, McCully and Marks, 2004). In this instance, attention focuses on pupils’ ideas about the wider purposes of school history, rather than substantive and second order historical concepts.
The research also contributes to recent and current debates on the nature and purpose of school history. This has been discussed at length elsewhere (e.g. Stearns, Seixas and Wineburg, 2000, Wineburg, 2001, Barton and Levstik, 2004, Lee and Howson, 2006) but this project extends and updates the work of others like Vansledright (1997), and Biddulph and Adey (2002, 2003) who have explored pupils’ ideas about why they do history in school, whilst also asking teachers to consider why they teach what they do, and how they try to render this meaningful to their pupils.  

Methods/techniques/modes of inquiry

A mixed method approach was adopted. To obtain the pupil perspective, surveys and focus group interviews were used. This provided both an overview and an in-depth perspective. It utilised a model of Biddulph and Adey’s (2003), which focused on older pupils who had chosen history or geography as an examination subject. This study focused on younger pupils, prior to them making choices about their examination subjects. There was a conscious attempt to adopt a cumulative approach (Hargreaves, 1996, Alexander, 2003) to understanding pupils’ views by building directly on some earlier studies in this field.  The design of the research instruments was influenced to some extent by the ‘Interesting and Useful’ surveys undertaken by the Schools Council (1967) and the Hargreaves Report (1984).  Thus some of the questions was deliberately worded to make pupils ‘declare a position’ in relation to the usefulness and ‘enjoyability’ of school history, rather than simply relying on a Likert Scale approach, although the incorporation of a Likert Scale question in addition to a ‘yes or no’ question offered a degree of triangulation and the opportunity to elicit pupils’ perceptions of history as a school subject in relation to other subjects. The surveys provided mainly quantitative data, though pupils were invited for more qualitative responses when asked about the usefulness of history and what they enjoyed about the subject. The use of focus groups enabled many issues that emerged from the survey to be explored further and provided more detailed qualitative data. There was a structured series of questions to focus the discussion, but there was scope to explore non subject-specific issues that the pupils felt were important, such as teacher characteristics and ‘persona’.
To explore teacher’ views about how they attempted to persuade their pupils of the relevance and importance of history, three methods of data collection were used. Semi-structured interviews, either face-to-face or by telephone, were conducted with history teachers who had a responsibility for the subject within schools. There was a series of issues to discuss that were drawn from the initial findings from pupils, but particular issues that the teachers felt were important were also explored. The focus of the interviews was to ascertain what steps teachers took to make the subject engaging, as well as attempts to help pupils understand the value of the subject. Teachers were also asked about the constraints they felt existed and prevented more pupils from choosing to study history beyond KS3. To obtain a broader view beyond specific school contexts, advisors with responsibility for history across a local authority were also interviewed. They also possess knowledge of schools where history is popular and thriving and others where it struggles to attract ‘clients’,  and could thus offer suggestions on the factors that appeared to promote or hinder pupils’ understanding and enjoyment of the subject, and lead to high take-up rates when the subject became optional for pupils.  At a series of meetings with history teachers, the researchers were able to ask teachers to complete a written task whereby they had to explain how they taught five common history topics and what they did to make the pupils connect with these events through explaining its relevance, usefulness or significance. 
Data sources/evidence

Pupil data were gathered from 12 schools, located in three different regions of the UK (East Anglia, London and the South coast). Teachers were asked to identify classes across the 11-14 age range to complete the surveys. In total questionnaires were completed by 1740 pupils across the 12 schools. Within the limits imposed by such a sample size, it was possible to find schools that varied in terms of the nature of the school (private, faith, urban-rural, large-small), the uptake of history as an examination subject, the percentage A*-C pass rate at GCSE
, the socio-economic background and the number of pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds.  There were 160 pupils involved in the focus group interviews, which typically had 6 pupils in each group, with equal numbers of boys and girls with the exception of one single sex school. The focus groups were drawn from the 11-14 age range. In most cases interviews took place with one group aged 11-12, one of 12-13 year olds and two groups aged 13-14 (one with those who had opted to study history at GCSE, and one who had decided to ‘drop’ history at the end of Key Stage 3).
Teacher interviews were conducted with 27 teachers. Again these represented views from East Anglia, London  and the South coast. Not all the teachers were from the schools involved in the initial research, and a conscious attempt was made to interview teachers where take-up of history post Key Stage 3 was above the national average. Seven local authority history advisors were interviewed, and the written tasks were completed by 18 teachers. 
Results/conclusions

The pupil data show that a majority of young people reported that they enjoyed history at school, and (compared to similar surveys conducted in 1968 and 1984), thought that it was useful.  But many had very little idea why they were obliged to study it or in what ways it was useful. Out of approximately 1500 responses about the value of the subject, under 250 comments were couched in terms which in any way reflected  stated curriculum objectives and ‘official’ or ‘adult’ discourse about school history. The most common type of response (about 650) was in the form of  undeveloped or tautological assertions about the need to learn about the past, while a further 200 responses were directly related to fairly ingenuous comment related to employment opportunities (on the lines of ‘history is only any use if you are going to be a history teacher or an archaeologist’). A minority could see no point whatsoever in studying history. In the words of one respondent, ‘they don’t let you know’.  The type of response varied from school to school, suggesting that there is a clear ‘school effect’ and pockets of ‘good practice’ that might be more widely disseminated. In comparison to earlier studies, this research indicates history is more popular than in past surveys, again, with a clear ‘school effect’. Enjoyment of history was attributed to a combination of the ‘personality’ of the teacher, the topics being studied and the teaching approaches used. Though this may not be a surprise, the strength of comment about teaching approaches highlights this as an important aspect that needs further exploration, and which may be an under-rated element in the thinking behind curriculum reform. There appeared to be few differences between boys and girls and age groups as to their views of the subject, again supporting the notion that differences are more attributable to teacher or department effect.
The majority of teachers appear far more comfortable and competent in exploring engaging ways to interest pupils in the subject rather than being able to convey to pupils the value of studying particular topics, and the subject in general  Teachers also expressed concern about the ways in which  they feel the subject is  being ‘sidelined’ by a range of  factors. Though the subject is popular it has a reputation as an ‘academic’ subject and so potentially may be deemed unsuitable by some pupils and by school managers and parents. However most concerns were expressed about the pressures on the curriculum and the inability to find time or space for the subject. Many schools in England receive additional funding for identifying a ‘specialism’; in the initial round of bidding for such specialist status, humanities were excluded, and so many history teachers felt  that other subject areas were being given greater attention and priority. The efforts to personalise the curriculum and offer more vocational routes, especially beyond the age of 14, means that history is competing for pupil numbers in an increasingly competitive market and despite its popularity, new  ‘predator’ subjects that have not previously been studied(such as psychology and business studies) or subjects with more obvious employment prospects are being favoured. 
Educational importance of this study
The research suggests that attempts to tackle disaffection and disengagement of pupils via curriculum reform are not necessarily taking into account the views of pupils. There needs to be a more open and wide ranging dialogue with pupils about the purposes of education and the value of individual subjects within that. It is possible that more attention needs to be paid to helping pupils understand the purpose and value of what they are doing, as well as getting teachers to examine their own pedagogical approaches and use ideas that are more likely to engage pupils in their own learning. Although the research focused on history as a school subject, the study may well have relevance to other subject areas where significant numbers of pupils are disengaged from learning, and do not understand why they are studying the subject.
� a UK government body which has responsibility for the ‘health’ of the school curriculum


� GCSE stands for General Certificate of Secondary Education. It is the main form of examination that pupils take at the end of the compulsory school leaving age in England and Wales. Pupils are awarded grades A* to G. Schools are often judged by their A* to C pass rate. 
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